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8 Power, Politics, and Wealth in Colonial America “.

Virginia or who would eventually transfer to Pennsylvania, Throughout the
century unstable political leadership, internal wars, and e onomic crises either
altered or threatened to alter England’s social institutions—its government,
its churches, its army—and if one is to understand why 4 ‘particular group of
colonists behaved in a certain manner, one must recaptureits specific English
background. The critical period may have been no mor# than a few years

preceding emigration in which rapid social and political change produced new’

ideas, raised fresh expectations, or generated bitter memoties.

When the colonial historian contemplates seventecmih-century English
society, his attention is naturally drawn to the confrontations between king
and Parliament, to the affairs of court, to civil war and-rebellion, and it i
easy to suppose that all Englishmen must have followed these dramatic oc-
currences with eager interest. From this perspective the ‘colonists English
background becomes a narrative of how people reacted to'the major events of
their times. But the focus here is skewed. For many mef) and women who
moved to America the constitutional and religious batles at the national
level only indirectly influenced their thinking about sociali institutions. . *

By and large the English people lived in small agrict tural communities.
This fact does not necessarily transform our analysis intc 5 fragmented discus-
sion of the peculiarities of each community. It is still
about the ways in which inhabitants of boroughs and viilges across the En-
glish countryside responded to what they perceived as ‘putside threats, the
most serious usually coming from the king himself. For purpose it is not
sufficient to catalog the arbitrary decisions that Charles I zhade during the late
1620s. Nor is it enough to chronicle plagues and dep;zssions. Instead, an
attempt must be made to discover what kinds of coméition institutional ex-

- periences people living in isolated communities throughout England were
having at this time, to comprehend how they reacted to what appeared to be
an unprecedented level of external interference in local‘affairs. It is in these
scattered but shared confrontations that one will find ‘the specific English
background relevant to the founding of Massachusetts B: g

New England’s social institutions appear in large: part to have been
shaped by Charles’s efforts to expand his civil and ecclesiastical authority by
curtailing the autonomy of local English institutions, efforts that forced peo-
ple to think about protecting what they regarded as traditional rights from a
meddling king. Charles became monarch in 1625, and | nglishmen through-
out the realm soon felt the impact of his policies upon their daily lives. What
kind of society did the new king disturb? What were the institutions of the
mother country like before he attempted to centralize his.power? The answer,
of course, would have been different depending on whet¥ one lived and what
one’s experiences had been. People felt local attachments to various levels of
English society, to country villages, incorporated borotghs, religious groups,
and county communities. To understand how these loczl bonds affected: the
settlement of Massachusetts Bay it is necessary to congider each level sep-
arately. o , i .

I

ible to generalize

“and “from time immemorial .
. bors, the freemen of the boroughs had an obvious interest in preserving their

N , ’ Persistent Localism 9

. We know a gopd deal about the character of the m.sm:mr. countryside,
the hamlets, and scattered manor houses. A thoughtful description has been

“offered- by the English historian Alan Everitt, who contends that the three

distinguishing m:l_uﬁﬁom of much of seventeenth-century English country so-
ciety were its diversity, its insularity, and its continuity. Everitt argues that
the people living in what he calls “local communities” throughout England
had little interest ini events that occurred outside their own immediate en-
vironment. Nationai-politics had no place in these agricultural villages, and
the lives of most persons were bound up in the simple “affairs of buying, sell-
ing, making love, marrying, bringing up a family, and with all those thou-
sand little concerns that tied together the bonds of family life.” Each region
developed its own special skills and crafts, its own unique farming practices.

Given the primitive state of communications in the early seventeenth
century, one might sttribute such strong local attachments' solely to physical
isolation. While isolation was certainly a major influence, there is evidence
that the reign of Jafnes I was accompanied by a heightened sense of “local
loyalty” or particularism. The Tudors had clipped the wings of over-mighty
nobles but had neglected to establish a reliable centralized royal bureaucracy
in the villages and ‘country shires. In the absence of a strong national bureau-
cracy local leaders filled the vacuum, stressing as they did so the importance
of local autonomy. And in those communities which possessed no “gentle-
manly household,” the yeomen or husbandmen were apt to run everything
themselves. Almost everyone in the English countryside before 1625 had a
stake in maintaining the customary routine of agricultural life.

Some seventeenth-century Englishmen lived in incorporated boroughs,
small to middling sizé cities like Boston, Ipswich, Norwich, and Great Yar-
mouth, whose ancient royal charters gave them special rights of self-govern-
ment. At the time Charles became king an incorporated borough might elect
a mayor and burgesses, enforce local ordinances, hold fairs, and determine
the qualifications for freemanship. Although these boroughs, usually regional
trade centers, were: less insular than the country villages, they were no less
diverse in character. Some were narrow oligarchies; others allowed fairly broad
participation in civil affairs. Many corporations also exercised ecclesiastical pa-
tronage and, as in the instance of Great Yarmouth, jealously guarded “the
right of choosing their own minister.” Because the boroughs, especially those
engaged in foreign ‘commerce, were often havens for nonconformists, the
selection of ministers frequently fell to men of Puritan leanings—a fact that
neither escaped nor pleased Charles and Archbishop William Laud. What is
important to note here, however, is not the widespread nonconformity but
the corporations’ sense of their own continuity and independence. As the
mayor and burgesses of Boston explained, their city was an “ancient borough”
. . a body corporate.” Like their rural neigh-

autonomy from outdide interference. :
Charles also iftherited a peculiar religious situation. Some of the ablest
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- light and stealing some corn,

12 woiﬁ Politics, and dﬂ\mm:r m OEQEE America .

monEmm to require more money than Parliament was é:_:m to grant. His-

disastrous military expeditions on the coast of France, hif. ever-growing num-
ber of court favorites, and his personal extravagance put tremendous strains
on the exchequer. He asked his subjects for free gifts arid, when that failed,
for forced loans. By the 1630s the king was demanding skiip money from areas
traditionally exempt from such levies. Much has been wtitten about the col-
lection of these unconstitutional revenues, and there isino need to recount
the bitter struggle between Charles and Parliament over, this issue. What is
important is that the king’s unprecedented efforts to obtiin money alienated
Englishmen of all types. He unwittingly rn_wnm to break down the diversity
and isolation of English society by creating a grievance that affected everyone.

The king's innovations were by no means 8&:23 to unparliamentary -
taxation. He had the misfortune to rule during a period .0f mm:on: €conomic’

instability. C:nEEow:S:n was high, especially in the textile regions. In the
late 1620s mn:o:m food shortages developed, and groups ‘of “lewde and dis-
solute persons” were reported wandering about the countryside. Charles and
his advisers became convinced that unless something were done to relieve the
suffering, rioting would spread throughout the mn?omm areas. Such fears
were not without foundation. In 1629, for example, an Ehsex court hanged a
woman and three male companions for breaking into a!iibuse in broad day-
“the woman saying ‘comig; my brave lads of
Maldon, I will be your leader, for we will not starve.
serve order, the Privy Council took control of local poos
export of certain grains and directed justices of the pe
might be used to provide employment for indigent EoH
ders were well intended, the Council’s actions were
cording to one historian of English poor relief, “the Ce
motion the whole local machinery for the execution of th
officials resented the increased work load, and some of t
whether they possessed constitutional authority to co
king’s plan to pacify the poor, like his schemes to finci:additional revenue,
were regarded by many’Englishmen as another indicatibn of growing abso-
lutism, another assault on local Em%mumo:om

The early years of Charles’s reign brought mrm::g:m efforts at :&.m_o:m
innovation, both theological and institutional. Not only was the Arminianism
of Laud offensive to England’s Calvinists, but his mo&oﬁmasoa reforms
aroused the antagonism of villagers and gentry alike iri' many parts of the
realm. Laud was determined to force religious dissenters to conform to the
Anglican service, and he urged his bishops to report any; deviation from ac-
cepted ecclesiastical practice. Some bishops dragged théir feet, but others
were eager to please their superior. These men visited, local congregations,
broke up conventicles, and orm:mnmmm respected ministers. Indeed, they at-
tacked “popular protestantism” Srmnniﬁ they found it. Em::umr:m angry
villagers ?oﬁnmﬂnm Laud’s actions as “an unwonted, %Emﬂo:m and unwel-
come innovation.” People in other local communities agreed.

lief. It forbade the

: to levy rates that
d While these or-
out precedent. Ac-
al Authority set in
poor law.” County
m even questioned

ni an effort to pre--

t poor relief. The.

o
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Laud’s ecclésiastical officers also attempted to destroy “that ratsbane of
lecturing” frequently found in the incorporated boroughs. Again, what men
perceived as established local traditions were disturbed. According to one
historian, when the king and his archbishop attacked the lectureships, “they
were tampering not with a recent innovation but rather with an institution
that in many places hdd been rooted in the life of the community for several
generations.” Laud’s i ﬁmnmﬂm:nn agitated people who wanted to preseive ac-
customed forms of an?w and drove them into alliance with mnaonm who
resented the king's ecgnomic and political Ena&Em

" Nothing ‘created, wmnnmﬂmn dislocation in the English countryside than

_Charles’s military policies. Early in his reign the king decided to commit

troops to-the Contingntal wars. James had regarded overseas expeditions as
an extravagance, but the wisdom of his position escaped Charles. He reck-
lessly plunged ahead. Throughout the kingdom soldiers were pressed into
service, marched to ceastal cities, and dispatched to French battlefields from
which few returned alive. The military companies consisted of the dregs of
English society—misfiis, troublemakers, men too poor to buy their way o_:
of the army. The recruits often did not receive the “coat and conduct money”

that might have sustained them on their journey to the port towns. The short-
sightedness of this pg :n% soon became apparent. Desperate bands of soldiers
wandered from <_=mwm to village disturbing the peace, assaulting people, and
raping women.

Although many nmew_mm oo:E be cited to show how Charles’s un-
an&nﬁ& military ‘innovations upset local institutions, the case of Great
Yarmouth is sufficient to the purpose. When the deputy lieutenants of Nor-
folk called for twenty, uoE_ma from Great Yarmouth, the bailiffs of that city
responded with surprise that “it had not been used or known, time out of
mind, that any land soldiers had been pressed in Yarmouth, it _unEm a frontier
town [that is, @%om& to attack from the sea] and of &umem_ importance to
the kingdom, and consisted principally of mmmmu:sm men.” Soon after, one
hundred Irish troops were sent into the town and, in the language of the day,
“billeted there m:&:m His Majesty’s pleasure.” Ciol::mﬁm_w for this non-
conformist center, the Irish turned out “to be all Papists,” and the city watch
had to be strengthened. Every householder turned out with musket and pike,
not to ward off foreign invaders, but to protect their lives and property from
Charles’s own troops. And Great Yarmouth got off easily in comparison with
other places where there were serious riots. It would have been far better for
the king not to have.sngered England’s boroughs and local communities in
this way. His policies only served to widen the growing gap between royal
government and local authority. In the end he discovered that while he
could frighten his subjects, he could not control them.

Resentment against the king's interference in local affairs was by no
means restricted to the poor and the humble. His policies steadily under-
mined the loyalty ofithe great gentry families that dominated England’s
oocsg communities. " He Q%mo:& them as mnch lieutenants to develop

.
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Hm Power, Huo::a m:& Wealth in Colonial America _

separate and distinct memories of life in' the mother oomiQ Stuart policies
had mmmoﬂnm them in different ways. Habits and Qmm_co:m mﬁ_c.anm ﬂosﬁa

still in its formative stages, therefore, mmor ooEE:EQ was forced to work
out the :&»So:m?w between its own mm:_o_bmn m:mrmr rm:ﬁmmn mum a more

ing om from the mother country. It was a _uo% of _oo%&\ joined mﬂmmgoim
and some of the disputes that developed in the Zmé ‘World grew. ocﬂ of
differences that had existed in the Old.

III | -
The early migrants to Massachusetts Bay were anxious to recapture a tradi-
tional way of life. Left behind were interfering Stuart ‘officials and trouble-
some Anglican bishops. The very openness of New Eigland made it pos-
sible for the colonists to transform social ideas into actyal institutions. Each
group of immigrants had an opportunity to create an iiidependent commu-
nity, a village in which local institutions might be safeifrom outside inter-
ference. The settlers’ commitment to the preservation cal autonomy led
almost inevitably to social diversity, and within a decase after Winthrop's
arrival, a score of towns had taken root in Massachuse’{s, each developing
institutions slightly different from those of its neighbor.

But the preservation of local institutions involved It
ficulties that no one anticipated. The immigrants were
autonomy that almost without being conscious of it, th
that looked very little like those they had left behind ir
The settlers realized that within a locality broad parti
tary, and ecclesiastical affairs would help to secure locii independence from
central authority, and voluntarism quickly became the hallmark of Massa-
chusetts society. The noHoEmg had no use for democraiy, but they believed
that anyone who possessed a voice in local concerns thereby acquired a re-
sponsibility to the community as a whole. Indeed, theiperson who enjoyed
such a privilege would find it in his best interests to défend those elements
that had been threatened in m=m~m=m|non:==_§ E.pmovm:mnnon and in-
sularity. .

The irony was that the Zai Englanders’ social mo_m_m forced them un-
wittingly to accept significant social change. In electiens of all sorts they
opened the franchise to men who would have been excliided in almost every
English borough and town. In the early years of settlemgzat the need for such
alterations seemed perfectly obvious: Winthrop and the-first assistants of the
Massachusetts Bay Company could legally have become a narrow oligarchy
selecting themselves anew year after year. But Winthrop encouraged a con-

=

siderable expansion in the number of voters, a group ?m: could and later did

v Englanders in dif-

bsessed with local
reated institutions
ne mother country.
ation in civil, mili-

ar.

communities experi
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drop him from the governorship. The people who enlarged the franchise do
not seem to have beéen as much concerned with creating an ideal Puritan
commonwealth as with averting absolutism.. To appreciate how the settlers’
English backgrounds Em:n:nmm social institutions, one has only to examine
the towns, churches, m:m_ trainbands established in Massachusetts Bay during
the 1630s. In each case, ﬁmnm:n_ forms developed which strongly suggest that
socio-cultural nxwa:aun& in the mother country after 1625 were a major de-
terminant in the way; *the colonists organized New England saciety.
Colonial histori: E have only recently come to appreciate the diversity
of New England towns. Some evidence suggests that Winthrop wanted the
settlers of 1630 to mogﬁ one large fortified community, but whatever his ideas
may have been, the o&osaa quickly went their separate ways. Historians who
have traced the development of the early towns have beén struck by local
differences. Intensive itudies of Andover, Dedham, Hingham, and Sudbury
reveal how misleadingiit is to speak of the New England town. Some of the
sed bitter feuds; others were quite stable. Some were
more commercially ofiented than others. There was no uniform method of
dividing lands, runnit:g town meetings, or laying out house lots. Edward John-
son 22&6& the <_f:_c8 of Massachusetts Bay and discovered that while
people in some Emo_nm clustered around the meetinghouse, those in other
communities were reiatively dispersed. In Concord, for example, he found
that the “buildings ‘#fe conveniently placed chiefly in one straite streame
[streete]. . . .” But iy Newbury the “houses are built very scattering, which
hath caused some nc:g:m_:m about removall of their place for Sabbath-
Assemblies.” And when Johnson visited Salisbury he observed that “the peo-
ple of this Towne have of late placed their dwellings so much distanced the
one from the other, that they are like to divide into two Churches.” In other
words, even in the nﬁrmmn years of settlement some towns allowed “out-
livers” to erect homes away from the center of the village.
.+ What the towns, of Massachusetts Bay had in common was a desire to

preserve their individual autonomy. New m;%ﬁ& villagers often bound

themselves together by written covenants, promising to uphold certain clearly
stated principles. Histarians have analyzed these covenants, but few have seen
them as an indication of the colony's reactionary origins. These voluntary

“agreements provided villagers with a sense of local identity, a rationale for

excluding outsiders, arid a means of achieving continuity between present and
future generations. Moreover, the covenants served a more immediate func-
tion. By promoting ?:an and homogeneity, they helped to ward off the
kind of external intérference that had been so troublesome in the mother
country. Many town![covenants contained ‘a section specifically committing
townsmen to settle the it m_mwiom through love and friendly arbitration. While
this provision seems an expression of Christian orm:»v\. it also reduced the
likelihood that colonial magistrates would intervene in local affairs. And by
screening potential inhabitants—indeed, by accepting in some cases only those
people who had mE_mﬂmﬁmm from a E:_O:_E English a_ﬁ:2|5m:< towns
e
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m.o woimn Politics, m:m Wealth in O&E:& America pE

tion that they were not all interested in preserving the
New World. Like their contemporaries in the mother cogintry, a majority of
the New Englanders seem to have been concerned primasily with what ac-
curred in their own villages. They built homes, sowed crc'ps, made love, and

for the most part gave scant attention to the actions of the colony’s central -

government. As one colonist explained, “Plantations in their beginning have
worke enough, and find difficulties sufficient to settle a camfortable way of
subsistence, their beinge buildings, fencings, cleeringe arls breakinge up of
ground, lands to be attended, orchards to be planted, highways and bridges
and fortifications to be made.” But other men such.as 45:::0@ appear to
have regarded Massachusetts Bay as a sort of American “cgunty community.”

These people naturally defined “local” in larger terms
colonists, and when they were forced to curb the En_ﬂunsmm:om of certain

local institutions, they found themselves suddenly cast in-the role of Charles”

L. Tronically, tensions between central authority and loc o:ﬁoE had fol-
lowed the settlers to the New World. :

The division was most apparent in political affairs. r&mmm at the same
time that the colony’s local institutions were taking mrmmﬁ;rm central gov-

ernment was a continuous source of conflict. A year seldpm passed without .

Bay rulers accusing each other of some abuse of power, arid. on one occasion
at least jealousy and anger sparked an attempt to ::@mmn /S:::ow These

political battles have been closely examined, and much is'%nown about their |

intellectual content. So far, however, no historian has adequately explained
the social origins of these m_mw:ﬁnm mEno all the colonist;
ably had similar religious views, one is forced to look elseydiere for the roots
of dissensions. Why, indeed, did an elected governor andj:ourt of assistants
find it so difficult to work in harmony with an elected “iouse of deputies
representing the towns of Massachusetts Bay? Had the iocal communities
carried their contempt for external authority to such anigitreme that they
were unwilling to tolerate the slightest outside interferenis in their affairs?

In most of these controversies Winthirop and a stiigll group of like-
minded magistrates were v_zmm against an outspoken bu womn_v\ connected
body of village representatives. The reasons for these fightsi
one of them no doubt was the way in which the govern
fined “local” interests. Although Winthrop had not been
rank in his native English county, Suffolk, he counted amoyi his friends some
of the most powerful gentry families in the shire. His busin&ss dealings carried
him regularly from his home at Groton Manor to hozmoE and he knew first-
hand how a county community operated. The most influzntial members of
the gentry (in Suffolk they would have been the Barnardistons and Barring-
tons) acted as mediators between England’s central goverrment and the spe-
cific interests of their county. When they spoke of preserving independence
or complained of royal interference, they usually had the shite in mind. -

The actions of 455?8@ and a few other men of zimilar. oxvm:mnnn

q
Ny

Bt

-leader of the first

suggest that they mn:<nm in America intent on reproduc ;m a county com--

ame things in the

an did the other-

volved presum-

?E.&ni Localism 21

munity. In this m_dmzﬁ, New World pond ?mw may well have regarded them-
- selves as bigger fish and assumed the role and responsibilities of the leading
gentry of Massachusets Bay. Although they were elected to office annually.
by the colony’s freemén, they saw themselves as natural rulers—as persoris
prepared by -God, training, and status to act in the colonists’ best interests.
The New England county elite received advice from the people with ill grace,
viewing any attempt b limit their discretionary powers as a personal insult.
The Winthrops of ?Emmunr:mnzm believed that the voters should trust the
gentry’s judgment in Ecor the same manner as in the mother country, These
notions about the government and society grew out of a special English back-
ground, and to Winthrop’s chagrin they were &E:Qm& by groups within
the colony who oo:onmi& of “local” autoriomy in rather different terms.

Most settlers were willing to trust this self- mgnm county elite, but only
up to a point. They Had gone:through too much in England, traveled too
far, raised their expectations about local autonomy too high to do simply as
Winthrop and his frieads desired. In any case, the colonists found it difhcult
to regard these leader as mere county gentry. The nature of this authority
seemed quite differeatifrom that of the wmnimﬁo:m and Barnardistons. .H.rnv\
issued important execitive orders, served in, the highest courts, and claimed
broad powers and pririleges on the basis of a royal charter granted to the
Massachusetts Bay Cinpany. No one, of course, confused John Winthrop
with Charles Stuart;/put it seemed clear that the governor spoke for the
central government 2 opposed to the local communities. Almost as soon as
the migrants arrivediin the New World they sought ways to control the
magistrates’ discretiopary powers and to ensure that civil rulers in Massachu-
setts understood thatithe ultimate source of political authority was a col-
lection of independesit corporate towns speaking through their elected dele- -
gates, i

One of the better illustrations of the division between New England’s
county elite and thé‘local communities occurred in 1632, when the Massa-
chusetts Court of Assistants, a small group of magistrates selected at large by
the colony’s freemen, levied a tax to finance a fortification at Newtown (later
renamed Cambridge)- This act met with immediate resistance in neighboring
Watertown, where thg town’s minister and its leading elder summoned the
villagers together and.- admonished them that “it was not safe to pay moneys
after that sort, for fear of bringing themselves and posterity into bondage.”
The people of /)\mﬁnioss concluded that they had been taxed EESE ade-
“quate representation. .

Winthrop Eog{m this argument out of hand. The assistants, he ex-
plained, were like mzmbers of Parliament in that they represented the in-

terests of the voters %ho had chosen them. But Winthrop missed the point
of the Watertown p totest. When it came to matters of taxation, these vil-
lagers wanted moamoum in the legislature who represented the interests not of
the entire colony butjof their own locality. People living in other communi-
ties mEuuHo:mw mrmnm m:m view, for mmmw;m assurances from Winthrop that
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